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ACE Research Vignette #051: How and Why is Small Business Managers’ 
Age Related To Business Growth?  
 
This series of research vignettes is aimed at sharing current and interesting research findings from our team of 
international entrepreneurship researchers. This vignette, written by Professor Hannes Zacher, Professor 
Michael M. Gielnik and Dr Antje Schmitt, reports findings on relationships between small business managers’ 
age, their focus on opportunities, and business growth (sales and number of employees) over five years. 
 
Background and Research Question 
Business growth is of immense theoretical and practical significance to the fields of entrepreneurship and 
small business management. In this research, we investigated the effects of small business managers’ 
chronological age and their focus opportunities on business growth over time. 
 
We expected that small business managers’ age has a negative effect on focus on opportunities. Focus on 
opportunities describes how many new goals, plans, options, and opportunities people believe to have in their 
personal future. Research in the field of lifespan psychology suggests that with increasing age, several 
individual (e.g., information processing capabilities, time left, and physical stamina) and contextual 
mechanisms (e.g., age-related norms and environmental constraints) can lead to a decrease in people’s focus 
on opportunities. 
 
We further assumed that focus on opportunities has a positive effect on business growth. Lifespan psychology 
research suggests that focus on opportunities regulates people’s goal selection as well as their effort and 
persistence during goal pursuit. People who believe that there are many remaining opportunities in their lives 
choose to pursue long-term goals which aim at growth and expansion; in contrast, people who perceive their 
remaining opportunities to be limited, choose to pursue short-term goals with the aim to keep the status quo.  
 
How We Investigated This 
We used the Hoppenstedt database, which contains information on company profiles and financial 
performance for more than 500,000 firms in Germany. In 2009, we randomly selected 1,500 small businesses 
located in the central German state of Hesse from the database (companies with sales less than 50 million 
Euro and fewer than 50 employees). We individually called the small business managers to explain the 
background and aims of our study. At the end of each telephone call, we asked the small business managers 
whether they were interested in participating in the study. The final sample consisted of 201 small business 
managers.   
 
We acquired our data from two different sources. First, we collected data from small business managers on 
their age, focus on opportunities, and additional demographic characteristics through questionnaires. As a 
second source, we used the Hoppenstedt database to collect data on the firms’ performance in terms of sales 
and number of employees. We obtained data for a period of five consecutive years (2006–2010). 
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Findings 
We found a stronger increase in business performance over time for small business managers with a high 
compared to a low focus on opportunities. Additionally, we found a direct negative effect of small business 
managers’ age on focus on opportunities and an indirect effect of small business managers’ age on the 
relationship between time and business performance through focus on opportunities. These findings 
supported our assumption that focus on opportunities is a mechanism that explains the negative effect of 
small business managers’ age on business growth over time. 
 
 
Implications of Research and Practice  
Our study contributes to the entrepreneurship literature in the following ways. First, scholars consider 
business growth to be a fundamental construct in entrepreneurship and have developed complex theoretical 
frameworks to explain business growth. Yet true tests of these theoretical frameworks are rare. Our study 
provides the first empirical test of theories emphasizing small business managers’ importance for business 
growth in a longitudinal design using growth modelling.  
 
Second, we contribute to current discussions on upper echelons theory by explaining why small business 
managers’ age has an effect on business growth. The mediating psychological processes linking business 
managers’ age and business growth are still largely a mystery. We combine upper echelons theory with 
lifespan theory to establish focus on opportunities as a mediating psychological process.  
 
Finally, we contribute to the literature that seeks to establish a conceptual link between entrepreneurs or 
small business managers and their firms. Previous research which sought to establish a link between the 
individual and the firm built on theories of personality, value congruence, human and social capital, or planned 
behaviour. We contribute to this stream of research by drawing on lifespan theory to provide a theoretical 
framework which explains how small business managers change over the life course and how this affects the 
performance of their firms.  
 
This research vignette was written by Professor Hannes Zacher (Professor of Innovation and Human Resource 
Management at Queensland University of Technology), Professor Michael M. Gielnik (Leuphana University of Lueneburg) 
and Dr Antje Schmitt (University of Kassel). The underlying research is reported in full in:  Gielnik, M. M., Zacher, H., & 
Schmitt, A. (2016). How small business managers’ age and focus on opportunities affect business growth: A mediated 
moderation growth model. Journal of Small Business Management. doi:10.1111/jsbm.12253 
